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Revolutions within revolutions  
Following the Chinese Communist revolution in 1949, left-leaning 
elements increasingly felt the Party elite had effectively become a new 
ruling class, betraying the initial thrust of the 1949 revolution which 
sought an agenda of radical equality. Mao, who had lost significant 
political power following the Great Famine which was a result of his Great 
Leap Forward policy, began mobilising youth so as to sustain the concept 
of ‘perpetual revolution’ as well as, of course, maintaining his control over 
the Party. Millions of students were mobilised into Red Guard bands, travelling around the countryside and 
persecuting all those suspected of being part of this class. Targets included teachers, officials and 
administrators. In an attempt to utterly eradicate any trace of China’s feudal past, a targeting of the ‘Four Olds’ 
ensued (customs, culture, habits and ideas), entailing the wide-spread public destruction of temples, mosques, 
statues and even ‘bourgeois’ house-hold items such as musical instruments and even tables and chairs. Later 
Red Guard factions began to turn on each other, each claiming they were the authentic heirs to Mao Zedong. 
By this point, no one was safe, where even the purity of ones’ inner thoughts were subject to scrutiny, possibly 
resulting in beatings, banishment and even death. 
The South African context  
Following the ANC’s 1994 victory in South Africa, the ruling party has overseen 20 years hegemony: this has 
created a new black bourgeoisie who, like their white counterparts, send their children to private schools, 
have private medical aid and subscribe to private pension funds. In the meantime, basic state functions have 
declined and South Africa now holds the dubious title of one of the most unequal societies in the world. In 
recent years, students, radicals and new political movements have called for the complete overhaul of the 
system: for them, newly wealthy elite are not a sign of gradually trickling down economic liberation; rather, 
they indicate the persistence of apartheid-era inequalities. This explains the call for radical cultural 
In the past year, students across South Africa have risen up, tearing down statues and artworks and 
burning campus buildings; they have demanded that university rectors’ step down and have forced the 
ruling government to submit to (some of) their demands. An insistence in overhauling a residual 
colonial apparatus, viewed as entirely inappropriate for the challenges of 21st Century Africa 
(inappropriate symbols, inappropriate world views, inappropriate structures), has spread from Cape 
Town all the way to Oxford. In tandem with this, the ascent of a new political party, the Economic 
Freedom Fighters (EFF), who don red Mao suits, some, referring to their leader Julius Malema as ‘Mao-
lema’ and, echoing Mao’s famous words, have recently threatened to seize political power through ‘the 
barrel of a gun’. This month saw the 50th anniversary of the beginning of China’s Great Proletariat  
Cultural Revolution, launched in 1966 and ending a decade later, upon Mao Zedong’s death in 1976. 
Mao called for the youth and in particular, university students to rise up against this new ‘emperor’ 
class. There has been a lot of talk in recent years about how Africa can learn lessons for China: Is not 
now, more than ever, the perfect time for South Africa to turn to late 20th Century China, to serve as 
input as it maps out the political project of the 21st Century?  
The Cultural Revolutions: lessons for South Africa  
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intervention: South Africa’s dominant structures of thinking, teaching and consuming, it is argued, continue 
to be governed in the mold of ‘white privilege’.  
Trial and (t)error 
Major western news outlets have reported over the past few weeks how Chinese officials have been 
extremely tight-lipped regarding the anniversary of the Cultural Revolution. With so many of the victims and 
perpetrators now in positions of political and economic power the official strategy seems to be one of ’let’s 
not go there’. This approach is echoed in other varieties of modern historical memory, including the 
Tiananmen Square in 1989 and the Great Famine in the late 1950s and early 60s. Within contemporary 
China, numerous people of this generation who occupy the highest offices of the land, have been both victims 
and perpetrators. For instance, Deng Xiaoping, China’s ruler between 1978-1992, was severely purged and 
his son rendered a paraplegic when Red Guards threw him out a window; current president, Xi Jinping’s 
father, at one time Vice Premier of China, was imprisoned. It is therefore easy to see why China is not publicly 
commemorating the Cultural Revolution: from the modest farmer to the highest Party echelons, vast swathes 
of this generation suffer guilt, anger, vengeance, regret and shame – hardly the kinds of virtues conducive to 
the construction of a new nationalism which is accompanying China’s economic and political rise in the 21st 
century. Within China, this period is dubbed the ‘Ten Years of Chaos’, feeding into current domestic obsession 
of social stability which covertly forwards the idea that it is best for the population not to dabble in issues of 
political change. The Chinese media recently stated the Cultural Revolution was ‘entirely wrong in both 
theory and practice’.  
Lessons for South Africa  
While those of a conservative bent in South Africa may, like the Chinese today, say: ‘Such revolutions are a 
failure, don’t even try!’, the broader problem is that structural inequalities will continue to make revolution 
appealing to the disenfranchised. But lessons need to be learnt from revolutions which have already been 
carried out elsewhere. Political actors need to turn to case studies in other parts of the world in order to 
learn lessons – even in far flung places they are not familiar with.  Why, for instance, do most Chinese today 
seem happy that the Cultural Revolution is safely behind them? Why did the most radical Maoists eventually 
submit to market forces? How do the benefits of the 500 million Chinese brought out of poverty following 
market reforms, weigh up with the costs of rapidly today’s rapid growing inequality in China? There are no 
easy answers to these questions – but they are worth examining in the South African context, where 
disaffection and calls for revolution are on the increase.   
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